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social	 justice	 dispositions	 of	 teachers	 in	 advantaged	 and	disadvantaged	 contexts	 of	 schooling.	We	
interrogate	 the	 practices	 of	 teachers	 in	 a	 government	 school	 with	 a	 high	 proportion	 of	 refugee	
students	 and	 students	 from	 low	 socio-economic	 backgrounds,	 and	 a	 high	 fees,	 multi-campus	
independent	school,	to	illustrate	how	Bourdieu’s	notion	of	dispositions	(which	are	constitutive	of	the	









educational	 attainment	 gap	 between	 students	 from	 high	 and	 low	 socio-economic	 backgrounds	
continues	 to	grow.	Like	 in	many	Organisation	 for	Economic	Cooperation	and	Development	 (OECD)	
nations	 (ETUC	 and	 ETUI	 2012;	 Le	 Donné	 2014;	 NESSE	 2012;	 OECD	 2010;	 UNICEF	 2010),	 the	most	
disadvantaged	students	in	Australia	have	diminished	opportunities	to	gain	from	education	(Connors	
and	 McMorrow	 2015;	 Wilkinson	 and	 Pickett	 2009).	 There	 is	 an	 urgent	 need	 for	 new	 ways	 to	
understand	how	these	 inequalities	are	being	enacted	 in	and	through	educational	practices,	and	to	
identify	 how	more	 socially	 just	 outcomes	might	 be	 achieved.	 The	 challenges	 in	 achieving	 this	 are	
numerous	 and	 complex,	 given	 that	 the	 gap	 between	 those	 at	 the	 highest	 and	 lowest	 ends	 of	
attainment	 is	 increasingly	 widening.	 Yet	 many	 policy	 makers,	 school	 leaders	 and	 classroom	
practitioners	claim	that	they	are	committed	to	a	fair,	equitable	and	socially	just	system	of	schooling.	
We	see	educational	inequalities	being	addressed	through	both	a	reconfiguration	of	systems	producing	





educational	 inequalities	are	perpetuated	 in	advanced	market-driven	democracies.	 In	particular,	we	
focus	on	the	disposition	of	some	teachers	to	be	social	justice	activists	in	their	teacher	practice.	We	
begin	with	a	short	account	of	how	we	understand	‘disposition’	as	a	concept	and	of	our	approach	to	
researching	 it	 in	 schools.	 This	 provides	 the	 starting	point	 for	our	 theorising	of	 activism	as	 a	 social	
justice	disposition,	 informed	by	 the	 interplay	between	 the	work	of	 Judith	Sachs	 (2001)	and	Nancy	
Fraser	 (1997),	 and	 our	 data.	 Drawing	 on	 this	 conceptual	 work,	 we	 then	 illustrate	 how	 teachers’	
practices	can	be	conceived	within	a	four-quadrant	schema	of	activism	for	social	justice,	distinguishable	
by	their	affirmative	or	transformative	stance	and	by	their	 internal	or	external	orientations.	We	use	







Our	analysis	draws	on	data	from	a	 large	Australian	Research	Council	 (ARC)	project,	 focused	on	the	
social	 justice	dispositions	of	 teachers	 in	 schools.	 The	project	 took	a	multi-layered,	qualitative	 case	
study	approach	to	investigate	teachers’	pedagogic	work	in	10	secondary	school	sites	–	six	advantaged	
and	 four	 disadvantaged	 –	 in	 two	 Australian	 cities.	 The	 number	 of	 participants	 was	 intentionally	
contained	to	enable	in-depth	and	intense	examination	of	the	social	justice	dispositions	evident	in	their	
practice.	







habitus:	 an	 internalised	 system	 of	 ‘durable,	 transposable	 dispositions,	 structured	 structures	
predisposed	to	function	as	structuring	structures,	that	is,	as	principles	which	generate	and	organize	
practices	 and	 representations’	 (Bourdieu	 1990b,	 53;	 emphasis	 added).	 As	 a	 set	 of	 generative	
dispositions,	the	habitus	guides	actions	and	interactions	in	a	field	of	practice	(Bourdieu	and	Wacquant	
1992).	These	tendencies,	 inclinations	and	 leanings	provide	un-thought	or	pre-thought	guidance	for	





enduring,	 recurring,	 and	 repetitious	 patterns	 of	 social	 interactions	 that	 play	 out	 in	 teachers’	
engagement	with	students,	in	ways	that	they	sense	as	being	socially	just,	equitable	or	fair.				
Dispositions	 are	 difficult	 to	 research	 using	 conventional	 methodological	 techniques,	 such	 as	
traditional	 interviews	 (which	 focus	 on	what	 is	 said)	 or	 observations	 (what	 is	done),	 because	 they	
operate	in	the	unconscious	realm	between	belief	and	practice.	Bourdieu	and	Wacquant	(1992)	note	
that	 dispositions	 are	 revealed	 in	 actions,	 which	 provides	 a	 way	 forward	 but	 still	 necessitates	 a	
technique	 that	enables	participants	 to	 ‘speak	 to	practice’:	data	are	not	produced	by	simply	asking	
participants	 to	 discuss	 their	 commitments	 to	 or	 values	 in	 practice	 but	 through	 provocations	 that	
require	 them	 to	 reflect	 on	 and	 search	 internally	 for	 explanations	 for	 their	 actions	 in	which	 those	
dispositions	are	manifest.	Rather	than	interpret	dispositions	from	observations	of	teachers’	practice,	








potentially	 contradictory	 or	 inconsistent	 remarks	 in	 the	 context	 of	 in-depth	 semi-structured	
interviews	 with	 school	 principals.	 In	 stage	 2,	 provocation	 was	 in	 the	 context	 of	 in-depth	 semi-





Our	 conversations	 with	 principals	 and	 teachers	 focused	 on	 the	 social	 interactions	 and	 social	
arrangements	that	characterise	what	it	means	to	teach	in	that	particular	setting,	with	special	attention	
in	our	analysis	on	the	emphases	and	repetitions	that	they	provided	in	their	account	of	teaching.	For	
participants,	 these	extended	 interviews	provided	a	forum	to	reflect	on	their	actions	and	to	 ‘speak’	





high	 fees,	 multi-campus,	 private	 school;	 while	 another	 (Marrangba	 High	 School)	 is	 a	 government	
school,	in	an	inner	suburban	area,	with	a	high	proportion	of	refugee	students	and	students	from	low	














characterise	 social	 justice	 practice	 produced	 by	 an	 activist	 disposition	 as	 either	 affirmative	 or	
transformative.	An	affirmative	activist	disposition	relies	on	what	Fraser	refers	to	as	affirmative	justice	
–	an	approach	 to	ameliorating	 the	effects	of	 injustice	and	disadvantage.	This	view	of	 social	 justice	
entails	actions	or	‘remedies	aimed	at	correcting	inequitable	outcomes	of	social	arrangements	without	
disturbing	 the	 underlying	 framework	 that	 generates	 them’	 (Fraser	 1997,	 23;	 emphasis	 added).		
Affirmative	remedies,	Fraser	(1997,	24)	notes:	
have	 been	 associated	 historically	 with	 the	 liberal	 welfare	 state.	 They	 seek	 to	 redress	 end-state	









of	 simple	 equality	 are	 tied	 to	 principles	 of	 redistribution	 such	 that	 where	 inequality	 exists,	 their	
concern	 is	 primarily	 with	 shifting	 enough	 resources	 or	 opportunities	 from	 advantaged	 to	
disadvantaged	groups	in	order	to	compensate	the	disadvantaged	for	their	perceived	deficits	and	meet	
their	 (dominantly	 determined)	 needs	 (Gale	 and	 Densmore	 2000).	 While	 well	 intentioned,	 such	
accounts	fall	short	of	delivering	social	justice,	as	they	affirm	unjust	social	arrangements.	
In	 contrast,	 we	 understand	 transformative	 activism	 as	 responding	 to	 Fraser’s	 challenge	 to	 move	
beyond	 recognition	 and	 pursue	 a	 politics	 and	 practice	 of	 transformation	 by	 engaging	 with	 deep	
structures	 that	 generate	 injustice.	 Fraser	 refers	 particularly	 to	 ‘transformative	 remedies’	 as	 those	




the	 relations	 of	 production,	 these	 remedies	 would	 not	 only	 alter	 the	 end-state	 distribution	 of	




inclusive	pedagogies	 and	 curricula;	 or	 towards	external	 change,	 focused	on	practices,	 policies	 and	
social	structures	that	exist	outside	the	domain	of	schools.	Relating	these	two	activist	dispositions	with	
the	different	foci	of	the	practice	they	generate,	the	resulting	four-quadrant	schema	is	represented	in	
Figure	 1.	 In	 the	 figure,	 both	Ai	and	 Ae	 represent	 affirmative	 activist	 dispositions	 (with	 a	 focus	 on	
ameliorating	the	effects	of	injustice	and	disadvantage),	while	Ti	and	Te	are	transformative	(concerned	




towards	 another.	 For	 example,	 affirmative	 strategies	 can	 exhibit	 some	 aspects	 of	 transformative	
activism	when	they	begin	to	transcend	the	internal	boundaries	of	school.	While	our	intent	is	to	build	
























three	 kids	 out	 there	 in	 every	 classroom	 need	 some	 sort	 of	 support	 …	 We’ve	 got	 disadvantage	
everywhere’.	The	School	seeks	to	address	this	by	providing:	
opportunities	for	all.	Not	necessarily	equal	opportunities,	but	the	opportunities	for	everyone	to	move	



























haven’t	 got	 a	 uniform.	 Just	 the	million	 small	 things	 that	would	 stop	 a	 child	 from	 getting	 to	








Teachers	 at	 both	 Marrangba	 and	 St	 Leo’s	 are	 ‘immersed	 in	 disadvantage	 …	 every	 day’	 (Dean),	
consumed	by	the	immediacy	of	their	students’	needs.	Issues	external	to	the	school	are	‘on	the	radar’	





these	schools	because	they	are	that	way	 inclined.	According	to	Dean,	 ‘we’d	 like	to	say	we	 live	and	
breathe	it	every	day,	but	if	we	weren’t	here	would	we	breathe	it	every	day?	The	answer	is	yes,	we	




















This	 disposition	 was	 also	 discernible	 at	 Heyington	 College,	 a	 school	 in	 a	 markedly	 different	
socioeconomic	 context.	 Despite	 the	 school’s	 affluence,	 Glenn,	 the	 principal,	 describes	 himself	 as	
having	a	strong	social	justice	agenda.	He	recognises	the	school’s	students	as	privileged	and	feels	that	
























Michael’s	 focus	 here	 is	 on	 political	 injustice,	which	 is	 informed	 by	 the	 principle	 of	 representative	
justice	 (Fraser	 1997).	 Representative	 justice	 goes	 beyond	 an	 affirmative	 politics	 and	 is	 centrally	
concerned	with	whether	or	not	individuals	or	groups	have	an	equal	right	to	be	heard	and	accorded	a	
voice.	 In	an	educational	context,	a	 focus	on	representative	 justice	can	be	transformative	 in	nature	
through	its	insistence	on	opportunities	for	students	to	have	an	active	and	attended	voice	in	decisions	
that	matter	to	them	–	for	example,	in	relation	to	what	they	learn,	how	they	learn	and	when	they	learn.	

















St	 Leo’s	 is	 well	 known	within	 the	 community	 as	 being	 the	 school	 of	 the	 second	 chance.	 As	 Greg	
explains,	if	you	look	at	the	story	of	the	founder,	schools	were	set	up	for	kids	‘who	had	nowhere	else	

















in	relation	to	the	education	 field,	 in	practice	this	was	not	readily	evident	 in	 two	of	 the	schools	we	
researched.	 What	 did	 seem	 possible	 in	 these	 schools,	 however,	 was	 a	 sense	 that	 Ti	 could	 move	
towards	Te	through	the	pedagogic	work	of	teachers;	addressing	issues	outside	the	school	from	within,	
in	ways	that	challenge	the	underlying	generative	frameworks	that	create	injustice.		



















the	 context	 of	 schooling,	 to	 situations	 of	 disadvantage	 and	marginalisation,	 encouraging	 them	 to	
reflect	on	and	engage	with	the	deep	structures	that	generate	injustice.	While	this	does	not	constitute	
externally	 focused	 transformative	 pedagogy	 as	 such,	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Thomas	 brings	 into	 the	











Recognition	of	 the	need	 to	move	beyond	compensatory	 remedies	–	such	as	 fundraising	and	doing	
good	 works	 –	 to	 address	 the	 issues	 more	 fundamentally,	 is	 really	 only	 hinted	 at	 here,	 but	 it	 is	
suggestive	 of	 the	 possibility.	 More	 transformative	 activism	 in	 advantaged	 school	 contexts	 might	













a	 stronger	 society’	 through	 developing	 students	who	 have	 an	 understanding	 of	what	 it	means	 to	
‘contribute,	 serve,	 give	 back’.	 Yet	 this	 development	 also	 needs	 to	 include	 a	 commitment	 to	



























What	 is	 common	 to	 these	 examples	 is	 the	 commitment	 of	 teachers	 to	 engaging	 with	 structures,	
policies	and	practices	that	generate	injustice	and	subordination	outside	the	domain	of	schooling.	This	
commitment	extends	to	modelling	to	their	own	students	what	a	transformative	activist	disposition	



















social	 justice	 dispositions,	 and	 activist	 dispositions	 in	 particular,	 requires	 the	 secondary	 pedagogic	
work	of	institutions.	
However,	 it	 could	 also	be	 the	 case	 that	 teachers	have	a	 tendency	 to	 apply	 for	positions	 in	 school	
contexts	that	they	believe	will	align	with	their	social	justice	dispositions.	At	Heyington,	for	example,	










transformative,	 this	 activism	 was	 externally	 focused.	 Providing	 opportunities	 for	 the	 privileged	
students	of	Heyington	to	develop	local	and	global	connections	to	the	communities	in	which	they	will	
live	and/or	serve;	encouraging	commitment	to	philanthropic	activity;	and	developing	students	who	
have	an	understanding	of	what	 it	means	 to	 ‘contribute,	 serve,	give	back,	build	 structures	 that	will	
actually	build	a	stronger	society	overall’,	are	all	examples	of	externally	focused	activism.	Perhaps	the	





disposition	 generative	 of	 externally	 focused	 practices	 is	 of	 particular	 interest	 given	 its	 lack	 of	
prevalence	 in	 the	 other	 two	 school	 contexts.	 Kathleen	 suggests	 that	 ‘when	 you	 walk	 into	 this	
community	 there	 is	 a	 spirit	 amongst	 the	 staff	 and	 the	 kids	 that	 you	 can	 taste.	 There’s	 something	
different	about	this	place’.	In	Greg’s	view,	what	is	different	is	the	fact	that	teachers	‘see	their	whole	
calling	here	[is]	not	only	to	be	a	‘you-beaut’	English	teacher	…	but	to	make	a	difference	in	a	kid’s	life’.	
Teaching	 is	 described	 by	 Kathleen	 as	 ‘a	 calling’,	 and	 Greg	 similarly	 suggests	 that	 ‘people	 become	
teachers	 because	 …	 they	 see	 a	 need	 in	 people	 that	 they	 think	 they	might	 be	 able	 to	 make	 that	
difference’.	 There	 is	 a	 strong	 suggestion	 that	 context	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 here,	 although	 it	 is	
unclear	whether	specific	types	of	teachers	are	attracted	to	the	school,	or	whether	the	school	context	
itself	provides	opportunities	for	the	development	and	expression	of	transformative	dispositions.	




















the	 context	or	 institution	 impacts	on	possibilities	 and	 constraints	 for	 individual	 teachers	 and	 their	
capacity	 for	 agency	 for	 expression	 of	 their	 activist	 social	 justice	 disposition.	 Opportunities	 for	
transformative	activism	may	be	constrained	or	nurtured	by	the	school	in	which	a	teacher	is	located.		
Conclusion:	Transforming	the	logic	of	the	field		
As	 Fraser	 (1997)	 has	 indicated,	 transformative	 approaches	 to	 social	 justice	 seek	 to	 challenge	 and	
reconfigure	 the	 underlying	 social	 structures	 that	 re/produce	 disadvantage	 in	 society.	Most	 of	 the	
activism	identified	in	this	paper	tends	not	to	be	of	this	order,	or	at	least	not	in	its	fullest	sense.	Our	
analysis	suggests	that	much	teacher	activism	is	in	the	form	of	Ai	(affirmative,	internal),	Ae	(affirmative,	
external)	 and	Ti	 (transformative,	 internal)	 rather	 than	Te	 (transformative,	external).	 In	 some	cases,	
there	is	overlap	in	the	character	and	foci	of	the	teacher	activism	identified	in	our	schools.	For	example,	




As	 	 more	 socioeconomically	 disadvantaged	 schools,	 teachers	 at	 Marrangba	 and	 St	 Leo’s	 have	 to	
contend	 with	 the	 day-to-day	 realities	 of	 their	 students	 living	 in	 poverty;	 much	 of	 their	 work	 is	
dedicated	 to	dealing	with	 its	effects.	As	much	as	we	might	 recognise	 the	need	 to	 transform	social	




In	addition,	an	analysis	of	what	 can	and	cannot	be	achieved	by	 teacher	activism	 through	a	 school	
system	in	isolation	of	broader	factors	(outside	of	schools)	can	only	ever	be	a	partial	one.	Nonetheless,	
the	 prevalence	 of	 material	 advantage	 and	 disadvantage	 means	 that	 teacher	 activism	 looks	 very	
different	 at	Heyington	 than	at	Marrangba	and	St	 Leo’s.	 That	 is,	 activism	 in	each	 context	 is	 closely	
aligned	with	the	particular	circumstances	of	schooling.	In	other	words,	certain	forms	of	activism	are	
more	possible	or	appropriate	in	some	contexts	than	in	others.	In	our	research,	each	school	provides	a	





their	 own	 school	 (both	 affirmative	 and	 transformative),	 transformative	 work	 extends	 beyond	 the	
confines	of	the	school	to	external	contexts.	
If	then,	as	we	propose,	there	is	a	relationship	between	context	and	the	activist	stance	of	teachers,	








(Connell	 1993),	 is	 required.	 This	 approach	 ‘attempts	 to	 generalise	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 the	
disadvantaged	rather	than	separate	it	off.	There	is	an	attempt	to	generalise	an	egalitarian	notion	of	
the	 good	 society	 across	 the	 mainstream’	 (Connell	 1993,	 52).	 Second,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	
epistemological	 justice	 (Dei	2010):	 the	 recognition	of	marginalised	groups	as	 legitimate	authors	of	










skills	 essential	 for	household	or	 individual	 functioning	 and	well-being’	 (Moll	 et	 al.	 1992:	 133).	 The	
proposition	that	these	other	knowledges	need	to	be	mobilized:	
runs	counter	to	standard	educational	processes	whereby	working-class	and	Indigenous	cultures	










and	 principals.	 The	 research	 team	 included	 Trevor	 Gale	 (Chief	 Investigator),	 Russell	 Cross	 (Chief	
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stance	/	position	 Internal	
to	education	field	
External	
to	education	field	
Affirmative	Activism	 Ai	
	
e.g.	responding	to	the	
immediate	needs	of	students	
to	enable	them	to	attend	
school	–	food,	clothing,	
housing,	medical	assistance	
Ae	
	
e.g.	brokering	enrolments	for	
disadvantaged	students	
beyond	schooling	into	
Technical	and	Further	
Education;	creating	
opportunities	for	privileged	
students	to	‘give	back’	
through	overseas	trips	to	
various	communities			
Transformative	Activism	 Ti	
	
e.g.	employing	democratic	
practices	in	the	classroom,	
including	the	provision	of	
opportunities	for	all	students	
to	have	an	active	voice	in	
decisions;	challenging	
conditions	imposed	by	
government	by	accepting	
students	from	asylum	seeking	
backgrounds	into	the	school	
after	the	age	of	18		
Te		
	
e.g.	modelling	to	students	
how	to	be	social	justice	
advocates	in	the	community	
(with	youth	living	
independently,	the	homeless,	
asylum	seekers)	and	
encouraging	students	to	
engage	in	these	problems	
	
	
NB:	1.	analytical	categories;	data	does	not	fit	neatly	but	characterised	as	being		
more	of	one	type	than	another	
2.	fields	are	semi-autonomous;	there	is	always	potential	for	cross-field	effects	(Lingard	&	
Rawolle,	2004)	
								
Ai	+	Ae	=	ameliorating	the	effects	of	injustice	and	disadvantage	
Ti	+	Te	=	restructuring	the	underlying	generative	frameworks	that	create	injustice	
	
Figure	1:	Forms	of	activist	social	justice	dispositions	
	
